Ritual, Identity and Nation: When the historian becomes the high priest of Commemoration.
Dominic Bryan
This paper is an exploration, and speculative discussion, of the relationship between ritual acts of commemoration, national and ethnic identities, the discipline of history, and the professional historian. It is built around a number of observations and propositions that together raise questions about the engagement of historians with commemorations for 1916. In short, I want to argue that history has a relationship with ritual commemorative practice which, due to the ideological construction of ritual commemorations, is unlike other academic disciplines. Consequently, the professional historian plays a legitimising role in commemorative practice by endorsing what are acts of political identity. I will make this argument through the following four propositions.
First, whilst commemorative practices appear to be about the past they are actually about the present and the future. Commemorations are a way of capturing the sacrifices of the past to be used in the legitimation of the political present and the imagined political future. Consequently, the nature of contemporary acts of commemoration is better understood by exploring the relationship between identity and contemporary politics than by examining the event being 'remembered'.
Second, the discipline of history plays a role in modern Irish society that has a different status from related subjects in the humanities and the social sciences. Our identities, particularly as imagined communities such as nations, but also ethnic groups, 1 are invariably built around a historical narrative. As an explanatory tool for understanding 'who we are' history is predominant. Thus, in popular culture, the examination of group identities is usually undertaken by narrative histories.
Disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, social psychology, political science and social psychology are better at dealing with the identity questions but in popular discourse they are less often utilised.
This status that history has, over and above allied disciplines, is most clearly operative in the school curriculum but is also predominant in the popular media particularly with regards to commemorative practice.
Third, commemorations are conducted by the utilisation of symbols endowed through acts of ritual.
To understand how commemorations are controlled we must understand the nature of ritual practice. Rituals appear to defy time by linking participants with the past. 2 Through culturally embedded practice the rituals form part of a narrative that imbues groups with a past that suggest they are in communion with those that are being remembered. Indeed, as participants of these rituals are frequently told, 'they died for us '. 3 My fourth proposition, is that despite my first proposition suggesting the contemporary nature of commemoration, and because of the my second and third arguments suggesting the cultural status of history in identity formation and the role of commemoration in defining contemporary identity, the historian plays a particularly exaggerated role in the arena of commemorative ritual practice.
Historians, above all others, are invited onto the media and to the ritual events to comment on the commemorative practice, not because they are the most qualified to do so, if my second premise is right they are not, but because as 'experts' they above all others can legitimise the importance of history in our identity. As such, I conclude that, however noble their role might be as educators of a complex past, they are effectively part of contemporary commemoration and could indeed be seen as the 'high priests' of commemorative practice.
I would like to sustain this argument in the following way. I want to briefly explore the struggle that historians and others have had in Ireland, connected to the 'decade of centenaries', examining the process of memory, remembering and commemorations. Key to this debate is the model of cultural transmission and the role played by commemoration. I will suggest that there are two approaches to the understanding of commemorations: diachronic which explores the ritual through the examination of the past, or where it 'comes from', and synchronic, which examines the present political conditions in which the ritual is constructed. This second approach is the one most favoured through the social sciences and indeed by many historians of commemoration. However, it is counter to the narrative of the commemoration itself and to a popular understanding of the role of history. I will argue that we commemorate because of the nature of group identities, not because of the past. We can clearly see this when we analyse how commemoration is constructed through symbols and rituals. I will particularly examine how rituals of all types defy time and thus give the impression of being in communion with the past. But having constructed a model for commemorative practice and cultural transmission I will look at the role of the historian in the practice of commemoration and suggest that the professional historian should remain very selfaware of their role given the relationship posited through the commemoration of its communion with the past. What makes recent memories hang together is not that they are contiguous in time: it is rather they are part of a totality of thoughts common to a group, the group of people we have a relationship with at this moment, or whom we have had a relation on the preceding day or days. (2012) sideline the republican movement (as the IRA and its environs were referred to in the late 1960s).
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Commemoration is driven not by memory but by the politics of the present. 27 Indeed it is vital to the politics of ritual commemoration that the concepts of memory (and sometimes tradition) are used to disguise what is taking place because they give the impression that legitimacy is gained from the past. Historians, in their understandable enthusiasm to educate people of their history provide ideological cover for politics and power. History, when reproduced within the ambit of commemorative ritual, risks not being revelatory or educational but a disguise for relationships of power.
Identity, Ritual and Ethno-nationalism: An Alternative model for Commemoration
There is alternative model for examining the cultural processes in which 'memory' plays a more minor role. Commemoration frequently appears in ritual form created in the present by actors as an expression of their identity. It is a reflection of a group identity that could be local, institutional, ethnic or national. The ability to apparently transmit the past into the present is part of the function of the ritual. In commemoration the ritual is, almost by definition, endowed with symbols and a narrative that appear to create a communion with the past, and yet it is created in the present and is chiefly about identity and is a comment on the present and the future.
Let me return to the basic problem. In trying to analyse this impact the past has on the present we are struggling with transmission, or more broadly still, change and continuity in society. This is a problem at the heart of sociology and anthropology. Indeed, it is interesting if we look at the intellectual history of the discipline of anthropology it also resorts to evolutionary or what are effectively historical answers. In the nineteenth century prior to the full impact and Durkheimian sociology, anthropologists attempted to understand social institutions by tracing their evolutionary routes. We attempted to examine cultural traits and social institutions by tracing some sort of origin, whereby they were brought into existence and then handed down. The key theoretical change that effectively solved this problem, or at least provided an alternative perspective, was the functionalist turn in the social sciences. This theoretical shift was chiefly introduced through Durkheimian sociology which In British Social Anthropology became known as structural functionalism. analyse how they worked in the present, in other words how they functioned, rather than concentrate on how they evolved out of the past. This created a synchronic turn in the anthropological analysis of society. Rather than trace the evolution of an institution through types of historical or archaeological constructions you conducted fieldwork in the present to see how that institution played a part in present day society. The answer as to why a social or cultural trait exists lies in the present not in the past. This meant examining the social relationships, or social structure, that existed in society and suggested a quite different methodology. This is true of a commemorative ritual just as much as it is true of rites of passage or cultural artefacts. As I will make clear, we are not ignoring history but we are suggesting that it has reduced importance as an explanatory tool for understanding commemoration. Ritual then can creates solidarity without consensus. 34 It does this in a number of ways, but of particular interest to my argument is the way that symbols work within the ritual. Symbols of course provide a resources for meaning but, and this is important, they cannot be read simply as a text. It is participants in the ritual that provide symbols with meaning and whilst they may share allegiance with those symbols they do not need to share the same meaning. Symbols are usefully ambiguous.
Anthony Cohen argues that they create 'the symbolic construction of community'. 35 And this, in turn, can be linked to the broad theory of nationalism proposed by Benedict Anderson that the modern nation is an imagined community. 36 In part, maybe in large part, this community is imagined through rituals and symbols.
There is, however, another aspect to this model that should be put in place before we examine the nation. The relationship that a person shares with the different social groups they participate in is governed by identity. Identity is important because it builds a sense of self, who we believe we are, but it does so in relation to other people, the social groups around us and the physical environment.
Of significance is not only the groups that we believe we are part of but also the groups that we are not in. The social psychologists refer to groups as in-groups and out-groups. On top of all this it is usually highly gendered, almost always making statements about maleness and femaleness and identifies our relationship with out groups, sometimes known as 'perpetrators' or 'enemies'. The individual acts of commemoration are also, of course, wrapped up in memories and narratives connected to the self but crucially they potentially provide social, public, recognition of those narratives.
In the contemporary world we are members of a range of groups and therefore our sense of self can shift across a range of identities depending upon context. However, of all our potential groups, perhaps the most powerful are the imagined communities of ethnicity and nationhood. 39 In creating these imagined communities of ethnic group and nation it is crucial that a link is made with the past, that there is a historical narrative about who we are and why. Politically, to glue these social groups together, the most powerful claim is that our 'forefathers', and note here 'forefathers', sacrificed themselves in the name of the group and that they need to be honoured and respected.
The events or figures marked in commemoration are inextricably symbolically linked to the 'history' of the state/nation/ethnic group as a 'myth of origin'. Thus the politics of memory is intimately bound to the politics of identity.
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Consequently, such an ideologically powerful claim is used by politicians all the time to engender group cohesion and potential social action. Thus the sacrifice of the past should remind us how to behave in the present or the future. It invokes a debt to be paid. And what could be more powerful than the debt to those that gave up their lives. As such, we are told, we must remember them. The 'them' is very often people of whom we have no memory and who, particularly after a generation, have no voice independent of the words and deeds they left us before they died, but which we, and particularly those with power, can reinterpret. Social groups are of course complex. Not everyone feels the same way about their relationship with particularly groups that they may be a part of. People have individual identities. As such, people do not all interact with commemoration in the same way. As discussed above, rituals allow people to participate in common events without necessarily sharing the same meaning or narrative.
Nevertheless they offer apparent common belonging. But even more powerfully, and by powerfully I of course mean politically, a claim can be made on outlying members of the group who may feel resistance to the activities of the national and/or ethnic group. As such, ritual and symbolic activities are constructed that make people, even force people, to either show respect to the past, and thus endorse a particular understanding of the present, or take the difficult step of dissenting and thus risk the accusation of not respecting the dead. Consequently, commemorative practice is also a boundary marker in the sense that Fredrick Barth describes in his classic exposition of the nature of ethnic groups. Crucial to the idea of a nation is that it exists, as a community, over time. And no more powerful element of that image exists than the idea that members of that community sacrificed themselves for the community.
On the construction of the nation, and returning to the differences between history and anthropology with which I started this section, Erikson perceptively notes that 'whilst most with the past. 51 They are frequently central to 'tradition' and also at the heart of commemorative practice. They are beloved research sites for anthropologists and political scientists as they reveal both the nature of key social relationships in a society but also the narratives of legitimacy that accompany those social relationships.
Rituals are therefore the mechanism by which synchronic social relationships, the political relationships of the present, are converted, ideologically, into a communion with the past. These rituals take place in public spaces with specific roles associated with people with power and a narrative which they will attempt to define.
The ritual therefore acts as a form of cultural transmission capable of being taught and re-taught.
Although it appears to give continuity over time, it is constructed and reconstructed in the present.
Each rehearsal of the ritual is unique. Continuity is not provided by some memory over time but by the existence of a set of social relationships over time.
…rituals are recognised as such because they are recognisable as formalised events, and thus by inference they are repetitive. Yet they can also be recognised as events thus by inference they include actions. They are symbolic and at once both repetitive and unique.
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It is the social structure where continuity, discontinuity and contest are played out. Weakly propositional, but potentially highly emotional, commemoration rituals allow potential contestation but political power also offers dominant political narratives an advantage. As such, the important public spaces and the key moments in time are held and controlled by those in power. Those contesting those narratives need to look for alternative spaces or times through which to utilise the potential symbolic capital available through commemorative union with the past.
I would go further and argue that even when events look like they have continuity, that the rituals have not changed over time (although usually close examination reveals they have), that it is likely that those using these legitimatising events have changed. In other words the ritual and the symbols might remain fixed even through the social relationships have altered. 53 Crucial to the process are the contemporary relationship of politics and power. Or to put it another way, the key factors for remembering and commemoration are synchronic not diachronic. Any analysis of transmission must start with the contemporary period. What is being remembered is relatively unimportant; it is why and how that is crucial. partially assured. The reasons for transmission lie not in the past but in the relationships of power in the present. Those relationships are negotiated with acts of resistance appearing through tension in those power relationships. 54 It is the job of the anthropologist and historian to map these relationships.
Commemorations given a synchronic rather than diachronic analysis are much more explicable. My suggestions is that if we take this approach, which let me be clear again many historian effectively do, then our problems of transmission become easier to solve. Roisin Higgins, a historian, does exactly this in her work on the commemoration of 1916 in 1966. 55 I also think that hazy mechanism such as 'memory' and 'trauma' can be analysed in a quite different way, as part of the narrative, and do not need to bare the explanatory weight that makes them look so problematic. And activities such as commemoration given a synchronic rather than diachronic analysis are much more explicable.
Ritual is, of course, not the only form a transmission. There are many other mechanisms ranging from formal history through to oral histories, via varieties of archives; from sites of memory such as memorials through to individual memories. And it is important that the historian's relationship to these other forms such as museums and archives is potentially different to that of ritual. But regardless of the mechanism, all of these forms of transmission rely on construction and interpretation in the present. The past may be transmitted through a variety of mechanisms but the important aspect of the interpretation of that past are the social relationships of the present. Out of these arise dominant narratives, dominant ideologies, and whilst we can find alternatives fostered in parts of society, and whilst contestation might be taking place, they will only prosper if social relationships are changing.
What is the relationship between historian and commemoration?
Commemoration, therefore, is not determined by the calendar. It is a matter of choice. It is not essentially about history -it is about culture. It is about ideas of the 'historic' that are always shaped by the present-day concerns and power structures.
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If the model I have described, which, despite a few key debates, would I think be broadly accepted across the political and social sciences, then it raises the issue of the role of historians. involvement on committees and on also sorts of media connected the Irish decade of centenary, the answer seems to be: quite a lot. For major events, the attempt to provide a narrative will be done using the mass media. As such TV, Radio the press and online will be searching for historians of the historical moment to be remembered in order to discuss what is taking place. Local councils, government agencies, community groups, documentary makers search for the historian that might tell us why the commemoration is taking place and why it is important. In contrast, the social and political scientists are much more rarely seen. And yet, if I am right, they are the people who can better explain commemoration.
Let me make some observations about the discipline of history, then look at the relationship of the historian to commemoration, before, some might be relieved to hear, discussing why history is important. Without judging the value of different disciplines there seems to be a hierarchy within our society, particularly pertinent at schools. History has a place in our society that is unlike other disciplines in the social and political sciences because it has a role in nationalism unlike other disciplines. It has a place in our schools unlike the other social and political sciences. It has a place on the TV channels unlike those other disciplines. It has a place in popular Irish culture unlike any of those other disciplines, except, maybe, a popular version of psychology. relationship biology has to 'race'. As I have described elsewhere, I have always been struck by the claim, particularly amongst people in working class Protestant groups in Northern Ireland, that young people need to learn their history so that they can know their identity.
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The position that the discipline of history has within our society and particularly or education system is important. Because, whilst history is good at teaching about the nation, it is less good at theorising about nationalism. And those disciplines that might offer such critical tools -sociology, anthropology, political science -are much less frequently taught, certainly to children under the age of 16. And subjects such as social psychology and anthropology that might develop critical tools around identity and virtually absent from the school curriculum.
In addition, the idea that our identity, who we are, can be defined through what we are told is 'our history' is a powerful idea on the media. We are told where we have come from and who we through a historical narrative. And whilst I am absolutely not denying the importance of understanding a history from many perspectives, and as a vital part of learning what it is to be human, the discipline of history has an elevated status next to those other disciplines. In popular culture, regardless of the more nuanced world of academic history, when the people want to know what their identity is, they turn to historian.
Unsurprisingly then, but I would suggest problematically, when the decade of centenaries approaches, to understand why they might be commemorated and what is being commemorated, he media and policy makers turn to the historian. And thus we are left with the strange contradiction. Whilst the critical tools for understanding the processes of commemoration are provided by the political and social scientists it is the historians that are invited to mould and comment on the events. And of course they would be. Because the whole rational of the commemoration is that history is important, that the past legitimises who we are, that we are in communion with the people that went before us. As such, the very presence of the historian, even the historian out to myth bust and critically analyse what is taking place, actually legitimises the practice. Historians are the high priests of the commemorative rituals. As commentators and advisors they are also participants. And, with notable exceptions, the historian is unlikely to suggest that today's commemoration has little to do with the events of the past and everything to do with political identity.
I want to be clear about a couple of aspects of this process lest my analysis is mistaken simply as an attack on the discipline and on historians. First, I fully appreciate that the periods of commemoration 61 Dominic Bryan 'The Politics of Community', Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy Vol. 9, No. 4, 603-617, December 2006. provide historians with spaces of potential public education and they understandably jump at this opportunity. It is an arena for public history. My issue is not with good education through history teaching from good critically engaged historians. Indeed, it is vital. However, I am suggesting that a period of commemoration is problematic for that process precisely because the commemorative practice is first and foremost and exposition if public identity. The apparent educational opportunity is also a reaffirmation of a particular political identity to which the historian, of all 'experts' is likely to provide legitimacy. Second, there is a role for the historian to present more complex pictures of our past and that this does make the commemorative space a potentially critical and negotiated space. Indeed, there is an argument that it would be worse for historians not to get involved. In other words, I can see the potential for change through engagement. However, I think change is far more likely to be driven by alterations in the fundamental social and power relationship in society then through some realisation or consciousness raising about the nature of the past. And the historian does provide legitimacy to the ritual just by their presence. Third, and most importantly, there are historians of commemoration who are not only vital in understanding these processes but have been, and are, critical in understanding the reproduction of the past in the present. Central to the argument I am making is the need to for historical analysis of commemorative practice.
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However, I am suggesting that that the role of the discipline of history in both the practices of commemorations and in the understanding of memory and remembering is problematic as it lacks the conceptual tools for the task. It therefore profiles particular types of transmission over others thereby, frequently, disguises the necessary, and fundamentally, a synchronic process. Dardanelles campaign were to come to be seen as the founders of a proper independent nation at the southern end of the Pacific Ocean.
Conclusion
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These historical events are areas for negotiation and dispute amongst historians and others. But we must distinguish different types of contestation. There may well be a variety of interpretations of the past events, however, the more significant form of contestation, less often discussed are the political relationships of the present, the synchronic social relationships, within which the construction of the commemoration is taking place. 66 For these commemorations are not first and foremost about the past, they are about the present and the future. They are a function of contemporary political relationships as well as a potential mechanism to create change in the social relationships. It is precisely these relationships that reproduce historical events into the present, legitimised as acts of 'remembering' and of memory. The danger of using commemoration as a moment for historical engagement is that you collude with a statement of political identity, legitimising and possibly disguising the politics of the present with the cloak of the past. And whilst it is understandable that historians feel it is important to use the commemorative space to complicate our understanding of the past, or to myth bust, they are dealing with powerful, possibly the most powerful, types of claims that nationalism makes. Rather than myth bust they might simply be legitimising the political claims by appearing as the 'high priest' of the past.
I have suggested that the discipline of history has a problematic role in analysing this process because it provides much of the material for a more diachronic understanding of practice. which synchronic political factors are 'converted' into diachronic claims of legitimacy. The provision of an expert historian in the popular, media-driven, production of commemorative practice, and the use of historians where acts of remembering are understood through the concept of memory, give symbolic capital to the acts of political practice. At every commemorative occasion the newspapers, TV and radio studios are populated by historians who, with some exceptions, are usually historians of the period(s) being commemorated. The historians may be there for very noble reasons, however, if my argument about the synchronic nature of remembrance practices is correct, what they are doing is embellishing the symbolic capital, the legitimacy, of the rituals. It is a complex form of legitimacy as historians are undoubtedly engaged in critical debate over the historical events, nevertheless it still serves to provide a diachronic form legitimacy to commemoration to essentially synchronic political practice.
